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Abstract
Establishing a strong identity is always a critical strategy in commercial graphic design. To
achieve a sympathetic response from consumers by building an identity figure in advertising
is the goal of each graphic designer. From the perspective of the history of Chinese graphic
arts, the scholar occupies a significant position in this area. On the one hand, paintings by
Chinese scholars established a style of Chinese painting called “Scholar Painting”
(Wen-ren Hua 文人畫). On the other hand, these scholars frequently were present in or
presented themselves in Chinese visual arts. Indeed, building the image of Chinese scholars
has been a primary issue for pictorial designers in China for thousands of years. In the
crucial year of 1843, Shanghai opened her harbor to the world, which meant that Chinese
scholars then faced a variety of visual cultures from the West. In addition, the impact of the
West forced Chinese scholars to rethink their image, as well as their attitude toward the
public, especially after the May 4th Movement.
This paper starts with a style analysis and uses iconographic studies methods to investigate
the graphic design of the Chinese scholars’ image in painting and print media, such as books,
magazines, and newspapers. Taking into account the communication and interaction
between the West and the East, and tradition versus modernity, the graphic designers in
Shanghai have reshaped a diverse image to depict the new Chinese scholar. All in all, this
paper will draw attention to the issue of how the image of the Chinese scholar has been
reshaped or is represented in modern Shanghai; it also attempts to demonstrate the deep
relationship between design and culture from the past to the modern times in China.
Keywords: iconography, image, Chinese scholar, modern Shanghai
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1. Introduction
Establishing a clear identity is always a key strategy in commercial
graphic design. To achieve a sympathetic response from consumers by
building an identity figure in advertising is the goal of each graphic designer. In
comparing two commercial advertisements for two brands, Timberland and
Hugo Boss (Fig. 1), one can see that graphic designers have created different
styles not only by the use of interior or outdoor scenes but also by managing
dresses, bags and gestures to convey different atmospheres (Bremmer, J. N.,
& Roodenburg, H.,1991). Similarly, when we compare the model in the
Timberland advertisement with the scholar in the album of playing Chinese
zither (Fig. 2), it obviously reveals that the Chinese painter also faced the
problem of how Chinese painters visualize the image of a Chinese scholar.
From the perspective of the history of Chinese graphic arts, the scholar
occupies a significant position in this area. On the one hand, paintings by
Chinese scholars established a style of Chinese painting called “Scholar
Painting” (Wen-ren Hua 文人畫). On the other hand, these scholars frequently
were presented in or presented themselves in Chinese visual arts. That is to
say, creating an image of the Chinese scholar occupies a significant place in
the history of Chinese graphic arts.

Fig. 1.
Left: Timberland Advertisement

Right: Hugo Boss Advertisement
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Fig. 2.
Left: Timberland Advertisement

Right: Playing a Chinese zither

Focusing on the image of the Chinese scholar as it has changed from the
past to the present as an example, this paper discusses pictorial culture in
modern Shanghai and demonstrates that the 1930s in Shanghai was a turning
point for reshaping the image of the traditional Chinese scholar to a modern
intellectual. Although studies of the visual culture of modern Shanghai have
produced great achievements so far, still however, some specific iconographic
studies, such as the motif of the Chinese scholar in modern Shanghai, have
not been discussed (Zito, A., & Barlow, T. E., 1994; 上海书画出版社, 2001).
This paper will focus on some particular aspects of how Chinese scholars and
intellectuals have built their images from the past to the modern times in
Shanghai.
This research begins with a style analysis and uses iconographic studies
methods to investigate the graphic design of the Chinese scholars’ image in
painting and print media, such as books, magazines, and newspapers. Taking
into account the communication and interaction between the West and the
East, and tradition versus modernity, the graphic designers in Shanghai have
reshaped a diverse image for the new Chinese scholar. All in all, this paper
draws attention to the issue of how the image of the Chinese scholar has been
reshaped or represented in modern Shanghai; it also attempts to demonstrate
the deep relationship between design and culture from the past to the modern
times in China.

2. Approach and Methods
This paper focuses on Chinese scholars in modern Shanghai. The
materials studied include traditional Chinese painting and prints, and mass
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publications such as newspapers and magazines. Therefore, the approach in
this paper goes beyond mere art history and its methods and crosses over to
the field of material culture or design history. However, it is undeniably true that
this approach is derived substantially from art history’s methods (Craig Clunas,
2006). Take the iconology method as an example— this method was
established by Warburg at the beginning of the last century, and its
development was furthered by Panofsky and Gombrich (Cassidy, B., 1993). Its
development after World War II greatly benefitted the study of material culture.
At this time, the method has undergone much debate and has been modified
to a proper approach within some discourses, such as the post-structuralist.
The most striking example is the study conducted by Peter Burke. In
Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (2001), Burke
stresses the use of "traces" rather than "sources" to understand the past; he
also argues that visual documents provide invaluable evidence for historians.
This approach continues the “pictorial turn” from the 1980s pioneered by
William Mitchell. The Fabrication of Louis XIV, published in 1994, can be
considered representative of the use of images as historical evidence. In this
book, Burke uses oil paintings, engravings, and the like to illustrate how Louis
XIV built his own image in France.
From the perspective of the history of Chinese painting, the scholar
occupies a significant position in this area (Yen, S., 2010). That makes the
visual culture in China is differentiated from that of other areas. Furthermore,
the Chinese scholar may be considered the representative image of Chinese.
The question of how to establish and portray the image of Chinese scholars
was a primary issue for pictorial designers in China for thousands of years.
With respect to the figure images as the main subject in this research, as many
scholars have emphasized, the postures and gestures of the people, and the
accessories or objects shown in their vicinity, follow a pattern and are often
loaded with symbolic meaning. In that sense, a portrait is a symbolic form
(Brilliant, R., 1991). The significant places behind the figure images not only
reveal the style connection between traditional and modern but also tell about
the differences in material culture between the West and the East.

3. Reshaping: Crossing the Boundaries of Gender and Class
Among Chinese graphic arts about scholar images, The Eighteen
Scholars (Fig. 3), four hanging scroll paintings collected in the National Palace
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Museum, are authentic and classic Chinese scholar images of the past. These
four paintings illustrate activities including chess, music, calligraphy, and
painting being done by Chinese scholars, and through these events, the work
establishes and unfolds the iconography of the image of Chinese scholars in
the past. Indeed, writing, reading, chess, and playing music were all the
boundaries drawn by Chinese scholars to build a frontier from the outside. To
some extent, regarding the motif of Chinese scholars, reading, writing, and
antique appreciation played a significant role in creating the image of Chinese
scholars.

Fig. 3. The Eighteen Scholars
Among activities of Chinese scholars, reading held a primary significance
in shaping the image of Chinese scholars. Considering the term du shu ren (讀
書 人 , Reading-Men), which appears in many Chinese novels, take The
Scholars (儒林外史) for example, it actually refers to the scholar in China. Cui
Zizhong’s Entertaining a Guest in the Apricot Garden (Fig. 4) provides a good
example to let people recognize the fact that portrayals of people holding a
handscroll for reading indicated scholars.
In investigating the images of reading-men printed in mass media like
newspapers and magazines in 1930s Shanghai, the most striking difference
between the traditional and modern periods is that the images of reading-men
were no longer confined to men but focused also on women. As mentioned
above, in the past, activities such as reading or writing appeared only in
depictions of gentlemen’s gatherings. These seemingly easy and cozy
meetings actually had major cultural significance behind them—the fact that
knowledge of writing and reading was restricted to men. As to women, the old
saying that “it is virtue without knowledge for women” (女子無才便是德) was
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obeyed for thousands of years. Therefore, it is striking that the images of
reading-women were shown in print media frenquently after 1930. Take
Liang-you Pictorial Magazine (良友畫報) as an example; before 1930, the
cover girls were doing nothing but just striking a flirting pose (Fig. 5, Laing, E.
J., 2004); however, afterward, many issues emphasized the cover girls
showing their intelligence by holding books (Figs. 6-1 and 6-2). Furthermore,
reading-women became visible in public spaces like libraries and were
depicted repeatedly in mass media (Fig. 7). This does not mean that Chinese
females were innocent in the past, but the noteworthiness here is that the
reading women were not always shown in a private place, as Chen Hon Shou
has described (Fig. 8); rather, they were also pictured in public places. All
these points support the argument that the borderline established for the
traditional Chinese scholar had collapsed after 1930.

Fig. 4. Entertaining a Guest in the Apricot Garden
Ming Dynasty, Cui Zizhong, hanging scroll, ink and color on silk,
Nicholas Cahill Collection
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Fig. 5. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine,
Left: Issue 1928−30; Right: Issue 1929−40

Fig. 6-1. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine
Left: Issue 1932−71; Right Issue1933−74
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Fig. 6-2. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine
Left: Issue 1933−82; Right: Issue 1934−95

Fig. 7. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine
Left: Issue 1930−49; Right: Issue 1936−118
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Fig. 8. Reading by Tsui Yin-yin
Ming Dynasty, Chen Hon Shou, Illustration for the novel West Chamber
In modern Shanghai, not only did women become the subjects of reading
images but the blue-collar worker was also illustrated as a class capable of
possessing reading skills. As the publishing industry thrived between the wars,
the labor class had more and more opportunities to access literature as well as
art in modern Shanghai. A photo taken in 1935 demonstrates that the graphic
arts did reach the public on the streets of Shanghai (Fig. 9). This shows that
the activities engaged in by scholars of the past no longer entailed a specific
knowledge limited to scholars. Rather, scholarly activities such as reading
were expected to occur among the labor class as well. If we extend the issue
of the diffusion of knowledge, it is easy to observe that not only were images of
the elite published but the labor class also received much attention. Feng Zikai
(1898-1975), a very famous Chinese painter and cartoonist in Shanghai,
addressed the situation by illustrating that the rickshaw man also enjoyed the
activity of reading as much as a traditional Chinese scholar did in the past (Fig.
10).
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Fig. 9. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine
Issue 1935−103 (7)

Fig. 10. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine
Issue 1932−71 (8)
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4. Transforming the Accoutrements of the Scholar
In addition to reading activity in regard to being a scholar, certain other
elements certainly are crucial in designing an image to represent scholars. In
general, images of the so-called “four treasures of the scholar house”—brush,
ink, paper, and inkstone—typically accompanied scholars in delineations of the
image of the Chinese scholar. Strictly speaking, reading, writing, and antique
appreciation were all activities engaged in by people who possessed a
particular knowledge, which separated the scholar class from others.
How can writing distinguish scholars from others? Gu Kaizhi’s Admonitions
Scroll (Fig. 11) is a good example from the early ages (McCausland, S., & Gu,
K., 2003). At the end of the hand scroll, the lady faces the opposite side of the
others and holds a writing brush as she writes. The text beside her reads:
Thus has the Instructress, charged with the duty of admonition,
Thought good to speak to the ladies of the palace harem.
The pictorial designer distinguishes the instructress from the ladies in the
palace by giving the instructress a writing gesture. The use of writing to
characterize the scholar class is also displayed in Scholar Gathering. It is easy
to grasp the content of the painting immediately from the title. The painting
depicts four gentlemen gathered in a courtyard; the man on the right side holds
a brush and meditates for writing (Fig. 12). Like the example in the
Admonitions Scroll, this writing gesture with a brush reveals another standard
feature of a Chinese scholar. In modern Shanghai, females not only engage in
reading activity but they also understand how to hold a pen in writing, shown in
front of the public. One illustration printed in Liang-you Pictorial Magazine
since 1926 depicts two women sitting at the desk (Fig. 13). The left one is
holding a pen rather a brush. On the desk we see, not a traditional Chinese
inkstone, but instead a Western-style ink bottle that was made of glass. The
painting hanging on the wall is not a hanging scroll of a Chinese painting
depicting the interior world of a scholar, but rather it is a map, indicating a
stronger attitude toward the outside world.
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Fig. 11. Admonitions Scroll

Fig. 12. Scholar Gathering

Fig. 13. Liang-you Pictorial Magazine,
Issue 1926
In addition to writing with a pen, antique appreciation was another main
activity of scholars. A book titled Essays for the Antiques Connoisseur (格古要
論 ) was written for scholars to offer them knowledge about antique
appreciation. As to pictorial images, Du Jin’s Antiques (Fig. 14) is a good
example of how the image of scholars was established in another way. Even
after hundreds of years, the Emperor Qianlong represented himself as a
scholar by surrounding himself with antiques and books. Obviously, this
painting comes from an album describing a scholar of the Sung Dynasty (Fig.
15). It is interesting that all antique appreciation in the past was carried out
only by men. Gu Ming’s Yunxi Teaching Buddhist Scripture (Fig. 16) is a typical
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authentic painting that supports this fact. Only the male side displayed
antiques in order to show that he is the only one to enjoy this scholarly activity,
and by doing so, it reveals the identity of the man as being a scholar. In
modern Shanghai, not only have the gender lines become blurred but also the
accessories of a scholar have been transformed from Chinese style to
Western style. A photograph taken in 1912 shows a woman sitting behind a
desk (Fig. 17). It is quite common for certain artifacts, such as the Chinese
zither, to appear in Chinese paintings that illustrate a Chinese scholar.
Interestingly, however, a Western-style clock also comes into view, and this
shows that the image of traditional Chinese scholars has also been
transformed by influences from the West.

Fig. 14. Du Jin’s Antiques
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Fig. 15.
Left: scholar of the Sung Dynasty; Right: Portraiture of Emperor Qianlong

Fig. 16. Gu Ming, Yunxi Teaching Buddhist Scripture
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Fig. 17. Photograph taken in Shanghai,
1912

5.

Conclusion

As shown throughout this paper, images showing reading, writing, and
antique appreciation were all symbols used to define the image of the Chinese
scholar in pre-modern Shanghai. Because of the involvement of women and
the labor class, however, the image of reading as an activity that was initially
dominated by scholars in the past was gradually blurred and then disappeared.
Nevertheless, it also revealed the true face of visual culture in modern
Shanghai (Mirzoeff, N., 2009).
What distinguished visual culture in 1930s Shanghai from that of the past
was impacted not only from the outside; rather, it came as a response from the
intellectuals themselves on the inside. As mentioned previously, the
intellectuals in modern Shanghai were not concerned only with themselves,
but they paid attention to the labor class as well. For example, Feng Zi-kai had
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illustrated pictorial images showing his expectation that rickshaw drivers would
have reading skills in the future. Some intellectuals, such as Zheng Jin-wen,
shared his collections with the public. Not only does the photo he had taken in
front of his collection (Fig. 18) show that he was obviously very proud of the
exhibition, but also it becomes a portrait of all intellectuals in modern Shanghai.
The facts set forth in this article demonstrate the transformation in Chinese art
from the traditional scholar to the modern intellectual.

Fig. 18. Cheng Chin-wen of the Ta-tung Musical Society who has made 163
kinds of ancient musical instruments
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